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This one is for Renee, Michael, and Haruko

And for Melbourne Weddle, family, friend, fan, Korean War veteran, Dashiel Hammet enthusiast, and so much more


Fall down seven times, stand up eight.

—JAPANESE PROVERB



CHAPTER 1

DAY 1, SUNDAY, 3:00 P.M.

THE KENNEDY CENTER, WASHINGTON, DC

MIKEY was shot because he begged me for a favor and I complied.

My old college buddy and I stood in the wings of the Kennedy Center’s Opera House theater, watching a Kabuki play unfold in front of a sold-out crowd. VIPs were abundant.

Mikey was starstruck. While everyone in the audience tracked the mesmerizing movements of the Japanese players in their colorful robes, Mikey focused on the bigger picture. Yes, he took in the artistry of the actors, but his expert eye also cataloged the exquisite details of the backdrops, the exotic sweep of the pageantry, and how each played off the other.

“Her costume and makeup are perfect,” Mikey said in a low voice. “Is that really a man under there?”

My friend’s emerald-green eyes sparkled as he soaked up the spectacle. Onstage, snowflakes wafted down. A woman in an elaborately embroidered kimono cooed plaintively for her lover. The expression of emotional turmoil on her face was sublimely complex, half-hopeful even as it plunged toward despair.

“Yes,” I said.

Early in seventeenth-century Japan, the shogun famously banned women from the Kabuki stage. The elegantly clad females proved too much of a temptation for aristocratic samurai, who were expected to set an example for the common people by staking out society’s moral high ground. Over time, the long-standing men-only policy evolved into a tradition that persists to this day.

Mikey remained incredulous. “Are you absolutely sure?”

“I’m certain of it.”

Kabuki troupes wasted no time in seeking men with the prowess to play women. Costumes were upgraded. Makeup was subtly altered. Gestures demure and flirtatious were endlessly practiced and refined, then perfected. The Kabuki experience reached new heights. Even today, Kabuki continued to win converts. Transfixed, Mikey was clearly another. Before him, an actor in snow-white makeup, coiffed wig, and ruby lips uttered a soft lament.

“What’d she say, Brodie?”

She. I told him.

“Brilliant,” he whispered. “The mood of the lighting and even the set itself echoes her sentiment.”

Michael C. Dillman was a production designer. He created sets for movies. Tonight he was a kid in a candy store. We’d run into each other at San Francisco State, where we shared the same artistic sensibilities. Mikey funneled his into set design. I channeled mine into a store selling Japanese art and antiquities out on Lombard, west of Van Ness Avenue.

“How is it you two never met?” I asked, a reference not to the “temptress” onstage but to Sayuri “Sharon” Tanaka.

My old college buddy blushed. “I . . . I just never found the time.”

I smiled at his transparent evasion.

Mikey was shier than shy, even with two Oscar nominations and one win under his belt. Sharon Tanaka was a famed Japanese designer for stage and screen and had been hired to create special backdrops for the Kennedy Center production.

“Did I thank you for getting me in to see her, Brodie?”

Mikey was a longtime admirer of Sharon Tanaka’s work.

“Yes. More times than I can count.”

Sharon and I were friends and frequented some of the same art circles in Tokyo. When Mikey had heard she would be traveling to Washington with the Kabuki troupe, he asked me to arrange a meeting.

“This is a dream. Thanks, man. I owe you.”

“No, you don’t,” I said.

From under a disheveled bush of auburn hair, his eyes glowed with a gratefulness I found embarrassing. I glanced away, recalling the first time I’d seen the look. We were college roommates for a while, sharing a near-campus apartment. I got a dose of the look when I gave him the larger bedroom, because even back then he was hauling around cumbersome stage paraphernalia.

Mikey checked his watch. “Time to go see the grand lady. Thanks again, man.”

“Stop saying that. Maybe one day you two can collaborate.”

Mikey grew wistful at the thought. “That would be nice. Wish me luck.”

“You don’t need any. Just enjoy the get-together.”

Turned out I was wrong.

He needed luck in the worst way—and didn’t get it.



CHAPTER 2

THE muffled sound of a gunshot reached my ears during the fireworks scene, and momentarily my thoughts strayed from the spectacle before me to Mikey and Sharon.

Onstage, faux Roman candles shot glittering starbursts into the air. The bouquets of color enthralled onlookers and temporarily deafened performers.

In the wings, the echo of gunfire alerted all who could decipher the backroom volley. Which turned out to be two wired-up Secret Service agents and me. An American staffer from the running crew turned her head toward the distant pop, then dismissed it.

The Secret Service agents reacted instantly. Their presence confirmed the attendance of VIP heavyweights. With an event as rare as a Kabuki performance all the way from Tokyo, a heady cocktail of luminaries was guaranteed. No doubt a good sampling of senators and cabinet secretaries and ranking diplomats were in the theater. Rumors placed members of the White House family on hand as well.

The discharge had been partially muted either by distance or a closed door. Possibly both. The direction suggested the vicinity of the dressing rooms.

Where Mikey was meeting his idol.

Maybe I should wander back and check on my friends.

I cast a last look at the actors onstage. The woman character, wrapped in kimonoed elegance, collapsed to her knees in slowly unfolding agony. Her samurai lover brandished his sword with justifiable fury, hoping for a chance to strike down the villain who, by pulling political strings from the shadows, had snared the twosome in his web. Having set a trap of their own, the star-crossed pair hoped to lure him from hiding, but to the end he’d outfoxed them.

Saddened, defeated, and resigned, the couple froze, assuming a final dramatic pose. The moment was poignant. Into the stillness of the scene, a new round of fireworks released a climactic series of thunderclaps, sending out rivers of sparks arching over the heads of the doomed lovers. More than one jaw in the crowd slackened. More than one eye glistened.

In the midst of this fresh cascade came a second gunshot.

The dressing rooms it was.

I moved toward the rear, a nameless fear clawing at me.

Out front, the first of three mini-plays wound up. The theatergoers broke into a rousing applause. Cheers rose up. I heard the rustle of the crowd rising to its feet for a standing ovation. But when I looked back over my shoulder, in the dim recesses of the box seats I glimpsed dignitaries being ushered from their privileged places by shadowy guards.

Near me, a Secret Service agent with a sharp nose and roving eyes spoke hurriedly into the microphone at his wrist while his vigilant partner kept a watch on the back. I slid past them. The second man called after me but I ignored him.

A third shot rang out.

I broke into a run, my insides swamped with a rising dread, my black sneakers beating the backstage flooring. Five seconds later, footsteps pounded the path in my wake. One of the agents, I guessed.

The changing area turned out to be a perplexing maze of narrow halls and unpredictable turns. I’d heard about this. Temporary quarters had been erected for the flood of actors arriving from Tokyo.

No one was around, so I plunged into the network of plywood passageways. They were murky and ill-lit, the illumination from the small bulbs in the rafters overhead filtering down unevenly. A series of random turns brought me to a large communal area somewhere in the center of the makeshift paneled city, where I faced three routes, each winding away in a different direction.

A band of Japanese staffers fell silent when I appeared. These would be the wardrobe and makeup people charged with maintaining the props and helping the actors with their costume changes.

I took in the surroundings as I noted that footsteps no longer echoed in my wake. The space overflowed with racks of sumptuous Kabuki robes along one wall and spears and swords at another. On a long table against a third wall, the coiffed wigs of Japanese aristocrats, samurai, and courtesans bristled with topknots for the men and colorful lacquered hair ornaments for the women.

“Where is Tanaka’s room?” I asked the group.

They stared back at me without comprehension. What was I thinking? Few, if any, would speak English. Fewer still would speak firearms. Gun control was fiercely enforced in Japan, the guttural crack of a handgun as alien to their ears as Swahili.

“The set designer, Tanaka-san,” I said in Japanese. “Where can I find her?”

Heads bobbed, then one staffer pointed to an opening bathed in muddy hues of gray and brown. “Turn left at the end, then right at the second lane.”

I nodded my thanks and sprinted into the dark hall. When I veered left at the junction, the shadows lengthened. Black cords bundled together with scarlet electrical tape ran like coral snakes along the bottom edges of the makeshift walls, then slithered underneath the plywood into individual quarters. Weak bands of light spilled from the gaps below doors.

I swung right in time to catch a light-skinned figure in a ball cap slipping from a room at the end of the corridor, tucking a gun into a shoulder holster under a coat. I registered size and shape and skin tone but couldn’t grasp gender. Any long hair could be tucked under the hat.

“Hold it right there,” I said loudly, not expecting him or her to listen.

Which proved to be the case.

Without looking back, the shooter picked up speed and disappeared around a corner.

I raced after the fleeing form. My shout caught the attention of actors readying for the next play, and doors creaked open. Heads appeared.

“What’s happened?” one of them asked.

I didn’t stop to answer. As I charged past the dressing room from which the suspect had emerged, I glanced in. The acrid smell of cordite rolled over me, then the tangy copper scent of blood.

There were two bodies in the unlit room.

Two.

No no no, I thought. Not them. Don’t let it be them.

I dashed into the room and the forms clarified in the gloom. It was them. Mikey and Sharon were sprawled across the floor, dark crimson pools spreading out around them. I dropped to my knees.

This was bad. There was far too much blood.

Sharon had taken two shots in the chest. Mikey’s wound was higher up, between the heart and the collarbone, as if he’d been in motion when the trigger was pulled. Sharon had no pulse, but I felt a faint beat at Mikey’s neck.

I grabbed a towel off the dressing table and used it to stem his bleeding. Then I did the same for Sharon. Ghostlike, cast members crept forward from the muddy brown haze of the hall and crowded around the entrance.

In the back of my head, a clock was ticking. The retreating figure was twelve seconds gone.

I laid one hand over the other on Sharon’s chest and began pumping. Rapid chest compressions from the CPR playbook. Three, four, five times. I stopped and passed a hand under her nose. Nothing. I hammered home a second series, glancing up at the gathering in the doorway as I worked.

Twenty-five seconds gone.

“Any of you know CPR?” I asked in Japanese.

“We do,” a man at the back said. “I’m a doctor and my assistant is a nurse and physical therapist.”

The medical personnel traveling with the troupe.

“Great,” I said. “Can you take over? The man’s got a pulse. The woman doesn’t.”

They jumped right in. The doctor dealt with the CPR; the nurse rushed to Mikey’s side. I watched until I could verify the self-proclaimed medical staff knew what they were doing.

Thirty-five seconds gone.

“Anyone here speak English?” I asked, again in Japanese.

A young actor in the doorway said, “I do. I study UCLA two years.”

“More than enough,” I said, switching to English and enunciating clearly so he could catch the phrases he would need to use. I told him to run up front to the wings, ask for the first-aid station, and bring the defibrillator, the device that uses an electric shock to start the heart. At the same time he should have someone call 911, the emergency number in the U.S. After that, he needed to show a second person the location of the dressing room so the paramedics could be guided through the maze.

“Got all that?” I said.

“Yes.”

“Good, then I’m off.”

I bolted after the shooter, wondering if the fifty-five seconds I’d used to buy my friends a fighting chance had given the killer enough time to escape.



CHAPTER 3

I FOLLOWED in the footsteps of the shooter, turning the same corner, then seconds later hit my first setback.

Twenty feet ahead the hall smacked into a T-junction. I peered down both legs. The left side circled back around toward the stage in a wide, lazy arc. The right leg drove deeper into the depths of the theater.

I hovered indecisively. Which way had the assassin gone? Was I too late?

Before I could decide, on the other side of an unvarnished plywood wall to my left, I heard an electric surge followed by a flat thud. Buzz-thud. A pressed button followed by a mechanical refusal. Or maybe it was a failure in the machine. The button was pushed again. First tentatively, then with more insistence. Repetitive jabs, each effort more forceful than the last. More demanding. In growing frustration. Once, twice, three times. And every time the mechanism jumped to life then died—buzz-thud, buzz-thud, buzz-thud.

Four or five yards away, someone was attempting to access a back way out. A cargo bay or an emergency exit. Someone unaware that major access points would be locked down with VIPs in the house. Or someone aware of procedure but trying to breach the system anyway.

Had to be the shooter.

No one else would be back here during show time. Not with the chance to catch a high-priced performance all the way from Japan for free.

I turned toward the sound. The hall before me banked left and looped back toward the front of the theater. Uninterrupted plywood paneling lined the outer edge of the corridor, while dressing room doors punctuated the inner wall.

Beyond the plywood barrier the killer hit the button twice more. Buzz-thud, buzz-thud. An angry muttering ensued as the door continued to resist. It was a foreign cadence, though not Japanese. The voice was too low to distinguish language but loud enough to supply hints: to light-skinned I added male, lower register, and ragged cadence.

I could think of only one reason why the assassin lingered near the rear exit, cursing. His escape plan had gone off script. He’d lost his way in the labyrinth, or his prearranged exit had been unexpectedly barricaded.

The attacker gave up on the door and moved off, still uttering expletives under his breath. This time I pegged the language as Spanish. Another fact to be tucked away.

I followed side by side along a parallel course, with only an eight-foot-high divider between us. This is for Mikey and Sharon, I told myself. Wait for the cops and he’ll be gone.

I kept my breathing low, my footfalls silent. I could make out the spongy exhale of his sneakers. With each step, cushioned soles surrendered air to the cement flooring painted a Mediterranean blue.

Up ahead a rear entrance to the dressing area loomed. I eased up, alarmed. What if the gunman reentered the maze? The sane choice would be to plot a course along the walls of the theater until it led to another exit. But logic was no guarantee of action.

On the other side of the barrier I heard the shooter pause. He’d spotted the door. I pressed myself behind the curve of the wall and waited.

The next instant he started off again, his footsteps receding. I reached the door in three bounds and snagged the steel handle. I pulled. The portal swung wide. Somewhere inside the laminated timber, a poorly glued layer strained and creaked. The wood’s protest echoed through the high-ceilinged chamber overhead.

I froze.

The retreating sound of compressed footwear ceased.



CHAPTER 4

THE killer stood motionless a good fifteen feet beyond the doorway, attuned to the disruption. Far enough away so that, with the curvature of the wall and the backstage gloom, a glance to the rear might not reveal the open door.

I held my breath.

He listened.

The silence was acute.

Five seconds passed.

Then ten.

Then he pushed on again.

I let him go, giving him a longer lead before easing through the door.

I shot a look to the rear, searching for the unyielding exit, and saw a freight entrance. There was a galvanized steel shutter and a forklift. Passage for oversize props, backdrops, and anything else of bulk. But not the assassin. Not now.

Up ahead I glimpsed the wing where Mikey and I had watched the kimonoed actor croon a lover’s lament. As before, visitors and staffers hovered there. But in place of the two Secret Service agents, uniformed patrolmen had established a perimeter.

Law enforcement was in the process of sealing off the theater.

No one was getting in or out.

I clung to the shadows and scanned the crowd in the wings, wondering if the assassin had managed to infiltrate the group of observers. I’d seen him in profile. Most of the onlookers were from the Japanese crew. Of the remaining men, some had darker skin than the shooter. Others were too tall, or too short, or too wide.

My target wasn’t among them.

Which meant he’d turned off earlier and I’d missed the turn.

I reviewed the layout from the freight entrance forward. There had been the maze of dressing rooms, a big lumpy circle of an affair. Then, fronting them, two rows of permanent dressing rooms, followed by three rows of industrial steel shelving six feet high and stocked with every kind of theatrical accoutrement. Next, perpendicular to the shelving, was a long row of freestanding painted sets, lined up like billboards, about five feet apart and propped in place by long, footed dowels of wood. And last, just before the drop curtain at the rear of the stage, was a ragged line of A-frame trolleys with Kabuki backdrops on each side of the A.

There were aisles between each grouping.

The killer must have turned down one of them.

From where I stood, I could look down the aisle between the A-frames and the freestanding backdrops. My target wasn’t there. At the end of the row, beyond the line of painted sets, the muted green glow of an exit sign announced its presence.

That had to be his next destination.

There was no other outlet in sight.

I scrambled back the way I’d come, the theater wall to my left, the first of the thirty-foot-long painted backdrops to my right. I peered down the aisle between the backdrops and the first row of shelving. Halfway down, a figure retreated into the darkness.

Found you, you bastard.

The gunman was inching along with extreme caution. He wanted to avoid running into staff or security. Which told me he lacked a crew badge or a backstage pass to let him past the checkpoints in the wings and elsewhere without attracting attention.

I could still catch him.

I slipped off my black tennis shoes, hustled back toward the first aisle, then charged down it as fast as I could without making any noise. At the halfway point I lobbed both shoes high above my head, one after the other. Long, looping hook shots. The footwear rose above the tops of the sets, then clattered down between them. The disturbance would not draw the attention of the police in the wings but would give the attacker pause—and me the time I needed to push on ahead of him and circle back.

Shoeless, I sprinted to the end of the backdrops, paused, and took a flash-peek around the corner. The area was bathed in the pear-green aura of the exit sign, but I spied no trace of the gunman. Large red lettering on the door jumped out at me:

FOR EMERGENCIES ONLY.

ALARM WILL ACTIVATE.

I smiled. The killer’s options were shrinking. He couldn’t risk exiting this way. The alarm would alert any badges in the public corridors on the other side and they would rush his way to double-check his credentials.

I tore across the length of the backdrop and positioned myself at the far end, out of sight but between the shooter and the exit.

Then I cocked an ear to the silence and waited.

The stage set towered overhead, tall and imposing. Painted canvas was stretched across a framed crosshatch of two-by-fours. I stood alongside an ancient Roman patio with a colonnade. In the center was a marble table overflowing with roasted meats and wines and pyramids of fruit stacked on large silver platters. A feast scene. The brushwork was precise and convincing. In places where walls or buildings needed to look aged or crumbling, the detailing was impressive.

I heard the familiar compression of my target’s footwear.

One step. A slight pause. Another step. Wary and guarded.

Three beats later a gun barrel with a suppressor poked its nose beyond the edge of the backdrop. A hand wrapped around the grip appeared next. I smothered the hand in both of mine and slammed the wrist against the sharp corner of the stage set. I heard a muffled cry. The shooter yanked his arm free and the firearm flew from his grasp and clattered away into the darkness.

I rounded the corner and advanced. The gunman backtracked with unexpected speed. I lunged. He shifted sideways and my momentum carried me past him. He unleashed a blistering blow to my kidney. An electric jolt launched up my spine.

Shaking off the pain, I turned—only to meet a looping right. I managed to deflect the incoming punch with my right forearm and lash out with a left fore-knuckle strike to the throat. But the impact of the blocked punch had knocked me off-center and my shot smacked ineffectually against his chest.

He dove and brought me down with an expert tackle. We both went sprawling across the floor, him on top. Rising and scissoring my ribs between his knees, he began swinging away. I jammed the heel of my left palm into the underside of his chin, then swung my right arm into the side of his torso with the force of a home-run batter taking his best swing. I heard his teeth crunch and the shooter toppled off me.

I rolled away and clambered to my feet. The assassin came up a moment later, favoring his side. As he rose, I aimed a strike at his solar plexus. A direct hit would immobilize him, but my shot crashed into the undamaged side of his rib cage, which did neither of us any good. However, the force of the blow flung him into a cluster of unclothed mannequins, which pitched over like jumbo bowling pins. He went with them.

He scrambled away on his knees, seemingly retreating in a panic. I lost sight of the upper half of his body in the gloom. I advanced. Then I heard metal scraping concrete. Gunmetal.

He hadn’t panicked or retreated.

He’d gone for the weapon.



CHAPTER 5

WITH no chance of reaching the gun ahead of him, or of preventing him from retrieving the firearm, I dove between the two closest stage sets.

I threaded my way through the narrow lane they formed, avoiding the long dowels that propped them in place. I needed to reach the far side and round the corner before the assassin could recover his piece, make it to the mouth of my Roman-style alleyway, and bury a bullet in my back.

Four yards had separated us at the edge of the passage. Sanctuary was ten yards ahead. I’d covered two and counting. Could I reach the end before he drew down on me?

Turned out it didn’t matter: he had a better idea.

Gauging my pace, acceleration, and angle of retreat, he fired blind. A round punched through the scenery five inches behind me. A second bullet followed two feet on and an inch closer.

I kept running.

The deeper I penetrated, the less chance he had of a clean shot. He was blasting through maybe three backdrops to get to my “alleyway.” The odds his bullets would hit crossbeams would rise as the distance between us increased. Clearly, he’d know that too. A third shot didn’t follow. But I heard him scuttling toward the mouth of the passage. Stealth was no longer a priority.

He had four yards, maybe less. I had six. I was picking up speed but the odds weren’t promising. Fifty-fifty, maybe less.

I glanced back. He wasn’t there. My goal loomed five yards on, plus the turn.

Four . . . three . . . I snatched a second backward glance. I saw the silhouette of an approaching figure, gun arm rising. I flung myself to the floor. I heard a shot, then felt a trailing breeze as the round whipped by overhead. I slid across the floor on my belly, my momentum carrying me beyond the end of the lane. I rolled to the right, out of the line of fire, and bounded up and ran.

My breathing was loud and dissonant in my ears. I heard the assassin’s feet pounding down the aisle on the other side of the stage sets. Our roles had been reversed. He was stalking me as I’d stalked him. I looked down the “spokes” of the lanes between sets and caught a glimpse of him. He was a step and a half behind. He fired between the upright backdrops, just inches behind me. Once, twice, three times in succession. Pop-pop-pop. The same partially muffled sound. Not fully suppressed, which was why the sound carried to the wings. He knowingly used a damaged silencer, no doubt preferring partial suppression to none at all.

I veered left, slipped behind an A-frame, dropped to the ground, and snaked under the large backstage curtain. To the left and right were racks of scenery ready to be whisked onstage. In the cavernous space overhead, I could make out the shadows of ropes and pulleys and catwalks weaving between girders.

Twenty yards away a commanding voice called for additional support: “New gunfire backstage. Where’s our backup? Repeat, more shots fired backstage. We need backup now.”

The salvo had triggered fresh alarm but no one was venturing into the dim backstage arena until more manpower arrived.

I was on my own.

I listened for the shooter but heard nothing.

I peered between the wheels of the closest A-frame and saw nothing.

After another moment I slipped from my hiding place and continued across the theater, using the string of A-frames as cover. Before I reached the police perimeter, I slid over to the other side of the A-frames, then crossed the aisle and ran silently back toward the front end of the row of standing scenery. I crouched down behind the end piece and tuned an ear to any sound.

More nothing.

The killer was still about. He hadn’t risked the exit. He’d continue roaming about the backstage area, looking for another way out.

Which meant I might get another crack at him.

If I could find him before he found me.

The assassin’s options were fast disappearing. More cops would be flooding into the Kennedy Center and its catacomb of corridors and byways. After the second round of shooting, they would be on even higher alert. All public escape routes were either sealed or in the process of being sealed.

Which made the killer more desperate and doubly dangerous.

I grew attentive to the whisper of his shoes—or any sound at all. I detected movement at the rear end of the backdrops, back near the emergency exit.

That couldn’t be. It was suicidal for him to go out that way now.

Then a series of noises erupted. Loud and inexplicable. I heard the protesting creak of lumber, followed by what sounded like twigs cracking, then a loud slap. After a pause, the sequence repeated. A shade faster. Creak-crack-crack-crack-slap. There was another pause before the sequence began again.

It wasn’t a man-made noise, and it wasn’t the assassin coming for me.

The pattern replayed with increasing rapidity. It grew fuller and louder. The floor beneath my feet trembled. The din rose into the rafters. The sounds echoed. They were repeated and amplified and suddenly coming at me from every direction.

I felt the need to move but had no idea which way. I inched toward the center of the backdrop I sheltered behind. From the middle I could go either way. But which way was that?

From my crouching position, I pivoted quietly on my heels and scanned the area in front of me. I took in the shadowy forms of Roman costumes on racks against the wall. Took in a jumble of electrical equipment and wires on a table alongside the costumes. I shot long looks to the extreme left, then the extreme right. Nothing stirred. There was no sign of the killer. No cops approached from the wings.

Behind me, the clamor grew louder. The vibrations underfoot grew more energetic. I stood, hoping for a better view. The new perspective didn’t help. The set towered fourteen feet above my head and an equal number of feet in each direction.

Which way to go? From which side might the shooter come? Left or right?

By the time I figured out the answer—neither—it was too late.

The oversize canvas behind me shuddered and groaned and tilted toward me. One of the three-foot dowels propping it up snapped like a twig. Another followed. The cracking sound. Others bent to their limit, then popped loose and somersaulted into the air.

I started to back away.

The backdrop, twisting and straining, broke free of its mooring and toppled forward.

In a flash I understood. The assassin had rocked the set on the far end back and forth, pressuring the moorings until they gave way. The first billboard-size backdrop broke free and fell against the next one in line with a loud slap. The scenery began to fall—ponderously at first, then faster—like giant dominos.

Now the last domino had capitulated and, with the combined weight of three or four of its closest brethren, threatened to crush me. At both sides, the space began to narrow. The 90-degree angle of the upright backdrop rapidly became 80, then 70 degrees.

I didn’t wait. I turned and fled. Two steps later three hundred pounds of painted stage scenery slammed into me. My deltoids absorbed the brunt of the blow. The force dropped me to my knees and shoved me forward. I slid over the slick blue cement surface. The canvas slammed into me again.

The weight settled on my shoulders and pressed relentlessly down.

I pushed back. My momentum slowed, then stalled. The set creaked and moaned and forced me lower. The weight became cumbersome, then unbearable. I tried to inch forward but it was all I could do to hold my position.

My legs gave out and I found myself facedown, trapped under the insistent weight. My head and shoulders had escaped, but the rest of my body was pinned to the floor. My breathing grew labored. I took shallow breaths. Dizziness swooped in.

Then the power died and the backstage lighting went out. Shouts of confusion echoed through the darkness. I could feel the air being squeezed from my lungs. I tried to call out but only a ghostly rattle emerged.

A second before consciousness deserted me, the signature exhale of the assassin’s footwear approached. A pair of shoes stopped inches from my face. The shooter reached down and plucked my backstage pass from around my neck. Helplessly, I watched the strap and plastic ID holder levitate and disappear into the blackness above.

The killer had found his exit strategy.



CHAPTER 6

A SHORT time later, the pressure eased.

I opened my eyes.

I tried to speak but the words wouldn’t come. My breathing was shallow, my air intake inadequate. When I tried to rise, I found myself still pinned to the floor. The pressure was heaviest against my calves. My left cheek rested on the cool blue cement. A vague throbbing pulsed across my upper back.

Oversize wheel stops had been wedged under the Roman-themed backdrops to lift some of the weight off me.

I’d come close to suffocating but breathed a little easier now. Images of Mikey and Sharon bleeding out in the back dressing room flooded my thoughts. What had happened in the short time I’d been out? Had the doctor and the paramedics been able to revive my friends? And what about the killer? Had they grabbed him?

My line of sight ran along the floor, about ankle height. Three pairs of footwear formed a neat semicircle five feet away: tactical boots, polished oxfords, pink canvas sneakers.

I craned my neck and matched the shoes to faces. But not before I found myself staring up into the barrels of two guns staring right back down. One rested in the palm of the sharp-nosed Secret Service agent. The owner of the oxfords. The other belonged to a local cop, who had a large squat face, two chins, and an upturned nose over the powder-blue shirt of the metropolitan police department. The owner of the boots.

“Your name?” the Secret Service agent said.

Raspy and low, a voice emerged this time. “Jim Brodie. Are the victims okay?”

“We’ll get to that.”

“Did anyone catch the shooter?”

“Looks to me like we nailed him just fine,” the DC badge said.

The canvas shoes shuffled uneasily. They sheathed the feet of a blond-haired woman in beige cargo pants and a sleeveless gray sweatshirt. A stagehand. Maybe a manager. She tapped a clipboard lightly against her thigh. On hearing my name she raised the board and began flipping through a collection of papers. A leather tool belt with screwdrivers and pincers and clamps circled her hips.

I caught the Secret Service agent’s attention. “You saw me in the wings. I was there when the shots were fired.”

The local badge sneered. “Don’t mean you ain’t an accomplice.”

“Don’t mean you don’t have spaghetti for brains either,” I said.

The stagehand stopped flipping pages. “His name’s on the list for backstage passes. Courtesy of Sharon Tanaka. Came in together with a Michael C. Dillman.”

The metro cop’s eyes gleamed. “Gotcha,” he said.

“They’re both friends,” I said.

“Even better.”

With the barrel of his gun trained on my head, he squatted down inches from my face, unhitched a pair of handcuffs from his belt with his free hand, and said, “Lookee, lookee. Your one-way ticket to hell.”



Two members of the stage crew arrived with a long crowbar, a thick wooden block, and an abject apology.

“We’re sorry,” one of them said. “With all the extra backdrops for the Japanese plays, we ran short of A-frame racks for the Roman scenery of the next event. This isn’t the first time the unsecured sets have toppled over, but the restraints have always been sturdy enough to prevent a chain reaction.”

“Unless they were given some additional help,” I said.

The Secret Service agent frowned. “What do you mean?”

“I chased the killer from the cargo bay. I caught up with him, then lost him. I was looking to jump him again but he outfoxed me the second time. He shoved the first couple of backdrops until they built up a natural momentum. Probably helped them along to keep them going.”

“So where do you think he went?” the agent asked. “The whole complex is sealed off.”

“If he’s not here, he slipped out during the commotion. On a stolen pass.”

“Whose?”

“Mine.”

The local badge grinned up at the taller agent. “Just like I said. This guy’s an accomplice.”

“Can’t rule him out,” the Secret Service agent said.

One of the crew members slid the crowbar over the block and under the fallen sets and pried them up enough for me to crawl out.

At which point the DC cop planted a boot on my back and slapped on the cuffs.

“Is that really necessary?” I said.

“Yes,” the two men said in unison.

The Secret Service agent holstered his gun, looped a hand under my left arm, and yanked me upright, then marched me over to a chair and dropped me into it.

“You sore?” he asked.

“Not much.”

“Need medical attention?”

“No.”

“Good. Stick around.”

“What about Dillman and Tanaka? They okay?”

“All in due time.” The agent walked away, calling over his shoulder, “Keep an eye on him, Hedges. Don’t shoot him unless you absolutely have to.”



Law enforcement swamped the Kennedy Center.

The FBI, Homeland Security, and an assortment of others all made their presence felt. Washington has more law enforcement entities than an octopus has tentacles. The tentacles spread fast and latched onto everyone in sight.

Starting with me.

Hedges and another cop ushered me into a conference room, where some two dozen other backstage visitors waited. The metal wear around my wrists drew appraising stares.

“How about loosening the cuffs since the place is locked down,” I said.

“No chance,” said Hedges, waving over a young cop from his department before wandering off. “Watch this one. He’s a live wire.”

All the backstage personnel trailed in a minute later, then the interrogation process began.

Every agency had its crack at us. Off to the side, uniformed police officers rolled out a string of six-foot whiteboards on casters. As the interviews progressed, sightings of Mikey, Sharon, and the killer were logged. Witness accounts were cross-referenced. The boards slowly filled. I could read the headings but not the notations below. A timeline began to take shape. Then a second round of questioning commenced to confirm and expand on the emerging skeletal construction of events. Details were fleshed out.

I was a popular item. I retold my story maybe ten times, each time to a different badge. There was no way to circumvent the procedure. Or truncate it. For each interviewer, I laid out my tale from my arrival to my confrontation with the shooter. For each interviewer, I explained why I had a backstage pass. For each interviewer, when requested, I recited my contact information. They all requested it. At the end of the proceedings, Hedges removed the cuffs with great reluctance. Rings of chafed skin at my wrists brought him a measure of satisfaction he made no attempt to conceal.

Four long hours after the shooting, I exited the theater complex. A light breeze ruffled my hair. The white façade of the Kennedy Center with its majestic copper-colored pillars towered overhead. Beyond the edge of the courtyard, the Potomac River roared, robust with runoff from a recent storm. My deltoids throbbed and my wrists were inflamed.

But mental torment overshadowed any physical pain. I couldn’t get an update on the condition of my friends. With each new sit-down, I’d asked about them. I was repaid for my cooperation with silence or shrugs. When I tried forcing an answer before an interrogation began, the interviewer took one look at the handcuffs and read me the riot act.

Now, since my Uber app was malfunctioning, I waited in line for a cab behind eight other “detainees.” Theater patrons had long since vacated the playhouse. For the hundredth time I wondered about Mike and Sharon.

My plan was to take a taxi to the nearest hospital.

Then events took an unforeseen detour, and I never made it to a medical facility of any kind.



CHAPTER 7

SIR,” a voice behind me said, “could you step from the line?”

I turned to find myself facing a woman in crisp navy suit, straight black hair, and distinctly masculine sunglasses.

“Why?”

“I’d like a word in private.”

A blue oval pin trimmed in gold adorned her lapel. At its center was a gold star. At the end of each of the star’s five arms was a small gold disc. I knew the insignia. Everyone who traveled through secure locations within DC knew the insignia. Plus, I’d had the distinct displeasure of seeing it all afternoon.

It belonged to the Secret Service.

“Your people have already interviewed me twice,” I said. “And pointed a gun in my face. I’ve nothing more to say.”

“If you wouldn’t mind, I’d like one last word.”

“I mind,” I said. “I need to find my friends as soon as possible. So I’d like not to lose my place in line.”

“If that’s all it takes, we’d be happy to drop you anyplace in town after we talk.”

She waved at a modified black Cadillac XT5 idling some twenty yards away. A man in a nearly identical outfit, with nearly identical shades, leaned against the front fender, his arms crossed.

“Thanks, but no thanks,” I said. “Say what you have to say, then go. It’s probably nothing I haven’t heard at least a half a dozen times today. In fact, most of the people in this line have probably heard it.”

Every ear and eye within range was tuned to our exchange.

“I would be happy to explain if you will step over to the rail for a moment.”

“Seriously, there is absolutely nothing more I can add.”

The woman glanced back over her shoulders and shook her head, then raised an eyebrow. What did he think? The other agent gave her an abbreviated nod, so she bent forward and whispered in my ear, “FLOTUS wishes a word.”

The first lady of the United States.

Suspicion gripped me, then a flicker of fear. An over-the-top, ego-massaging compliment was the perfect ploy. Was this a confidential whisper meant to flatter and gain consent? Mentioning the president would be too outrageous, but using the first lady struck a nice balance. Problem was, I had no White House connections whatsoever. Direct or a few degrees removed.

The new rules of engagement between civilians and the greater law enforcement agencies made me wary. The playbook had changed—drastically. With the Secret Service now operating under the Homeland Security umbrella, agents could just as easily drive me away, throw me in a cell, and hold me without a lawyer in the name of national security. I’d already had two guns unjustifiably pointed in my direction. Why should I risk more? I wasn’t sure the Secret Service could actually cart people away like Homeland and other agencies, but why take the chance? Thank you, Patriot Act.

There was another possibility. This could be a con job. My eyes shot to the lapel pin: the ornament looked real enough, but how hard could it be to fake? Or replicate? Or buy online?

“You have ID?” I asked.

Annoyed, the woman slipped a leather badge holder from her pocket and held it open at eye level. She allowed me ample time to inspect the contents—a badge and Secret Service card for one Bonnie Sternkart. I’d seen authentic federal ID before. Not Secret Service but CIA, FBI, and Homeland. I had an eye for detail. Developed from scrutinizing thousands of artworks, separating the dross from the gems, and both from fakes. The shield and identification were authentic.

“Okay, Ms. Sternkart, I’ll give you that,” I said, “but I think you have the wrong guy.”

“Unlikely, sir.”

“There were thousands in the theater today, and maybe two hundred backstage.”

“You are Mr. Brodie, are you not?”

“The wrong Brodie, then.”

Sternkart’s jaw clamped down hard. She extracted a notepad from a jacket pocket, thumbed through a couple of pages, and began to read: “Age thirty-two, six-one, one hundred ninety pounds, black hair, blue eyes.” She ran an unamused glance up and down my frame. “Seems to fit.”

“Fits a lot of people here today.” I looked around. “Could fit the guy at the head of the line.”

She gave me an unyielding deadpan stare, then flicked over a page. Her eyes dropped like daggers to the bottom of the sheet. “Widower, one daughter, resident of San Francisco, born in Tokyo to Caucasian American parents. Japan expert, lived in Japan until the age of seventeen, art dealer and owner of Brodie Antiques on Lombard in San Francisco. Also half owner of an entity in Tokyo called Brodie Security. Japanese detective license through said agency. Involved in several high-profile cases in San Francisco and Japan.”

“Ah,” I said. “That guy. You’re well-informed.”

“Just doing my job. Would that be you, then?”

“It would,” I said.

“Then would you be so kind?”

“I’ll make you a deal,” I said.

“We don’t make deals.”

“Too bad.”

Sternkart frowned. “What do you want?”

“A status report on the two victims.”

The woman’s lips twisted. “That we can do.”

“Good,” I said.

“But in the car.”

“Why? You think I might renege?”

“Our job is to ensure your arrival. Once you’re inbound, we’ll release the information. Agreed?”

“Agreed.”

A well-turned hand rose and pointed toward the Cadillac.

I held back. “I need one last bit of proof that convinces me you’re not going to haul me off to some black-ops site.”

“We’re Secret Service, not Homeland.”

“Not enough.”

“How about this?” She leaned forward again and whispered in my ear one more time. My eyes widened. I pulled away and stared into her eyes. They were open and reassuring. They held steady against my probing.

Stunned, I relinquished my place in line.



CHAPTER 8

THE Cadillac XT5 glided toward Washington Circle, then up Pennsylvania Avenue.

The black luxury sedan was practical rather than palatial. Elegant enough to transport visitors to the White House but small enough to navigate the capital’s traffic with ease. The male agent piloted the machine with uncommon agility, weaving around lethargic vehicles with a silky smoothness. He drove with lights flashing but siren silent. From the passenger’s seat, the woman spoke softly into a cell phone.

I sat alone in the spacious backseat, anxious to ask about Mikey and Sharon. The Caddie had a wood-trimmed interior, leather seating, extra foot room, and a stocked mini-bar. A transparent partition separating the front from the back was impressive if only because I heard not a word of what transpired in the forward compartment.

Sternkart finished her conversation, mumbled a few words to her partner, then turned and gazed at the passing scenery.

I tapped on the divider. “We had a deal,” I said.

The woman hit a button on the center console and the panel retracted into the back of the seat.

“Ask away,” she said.

Was it a one-way sound barrier or had a microphone been planted in the back?

“Were they able to revive Sharon Tanaka?”

She shook his head. “No.”

Something in my chest tightened. Breathing became difficult. “How about the man? He was still alive.”

The woman blinked once. “They worked on him for a while.”

“And?”

“He a friend of yours?”

“Both of them are.”

Frowning, she hesitated. “I’m sorry. He didn’t make it either.”

The blood drained from my face. No, no, no. I’d left them in good hands. Professional hands.

“Are you sure?”

She studied me for a moment, then the hard-edged mask dropped away. “Yes. I’m very sorry.”

“In the ambulance? At the hospital?”

“A hospital never came into it,” she said. “The killer was thorough.”

My breathing grew raspy again, as if I were once more pinned beneath a massive weight. I slumped back against the cushioned upholstery. Again an image of Mikey during our college days surfaced. We’d hosted a moving-in party at our new apartment, and like many collegiate affairs it got out of hand.

Three times as many people showed up. We shrugged it off, figuring we’d make new friends. I stepped out for more supplies. When I returned, I found Mikey in a scrap in the courtyard with two oafish guys twice his size, and a gallery of gawkers doing nothing. Just as I turned a corner, they tackled him. I charged in, pulled both guys off my friend, and made short work of them. Turned out they’d come on to my then girlfriend and wouldn’t back off. With me running an errand, the ever-shy but always loyal Mikey had stepped into the breach. He suffered a black eye and a broken arm, but from that day forward our friendship never wavered.

My chest collapsed in a dark hole of pain. Mikey and Sharon in one day? It made no sense. No sense whatsoever. Two gentler souls did not exist.

And I’d brought them together.

What had I done?



Five minutes later we rolled onto the White House grounds.

It required only a brief nod-and-wave at a sentry in a security booth for entry. The Cadillac eased to a stop near the East Wing. Having frisked me back at the Kennedy Center, Sternkart simply opened my door, nodded me out, then led the way, her partner swinging in behind us.

They guided me along a stone footpath, into the White House, then up a flight of broad, carpeted stairs. On the second-floor landing we stepped into a corridor wide enough to accommodate a marching band. The carpet was white and spotless. Ornate molding with raised scrollwork lined the upper edges of the walls.

From a door midway down the hall, a woman in a no-nonsense yellow power blouse and brown slacks emerged with a smile and her hand extended. She wore her black hair in a pageboy, side locks tucked behind her ears.

“Mr. Brodie, thank you for coming. I am Margaret Cutler, the first lady’s chief of staff, and I will be your liaison in all further communications in the days ahead. Mrs. Slater will receive you immediately.”

In the days ahead?

“The pleasure’s all mine, Ms. Cutler,” I said, wondering what the next few moments might bring.

“Margaret, please. Right this way, if you would.”

The Secret Service agent stationed outside the door from which Cutler had issued opened it as we approached. Margaret stepped through first, followed by my lead escort, who plowed past her fellow agent like a sleek powerboat in overdrive.

I went next and found myself in a reception chamber where four staff members hovered anxiously. Margaret was already moving into the adjoining room with Sternkart on her heels. I glided forward in their wake, the male agent bringing up the rear.

Joan Slater, the first lady of the United States, rose from an overstuffed chair upholstered in a mauve-and-beige floral pattern. “Thank you, Bonnie, Jeff, for bringing Mr. Brodie to me.”

“Ma’am,” the agents said in unison before bowing and retreating from the inner sanctum.

The president’s wife offered her hand. “Mr. Brodie, thank you very much for coming on such short notice. I can’t tell you how much this means to me.”

I shook her hand while two staffers swooped in under Margaret’s watchful eye and began fussing over a tea caddie.

“Please take a seat,” the first lady said, beckoning me toward a spot on a matching couch nearest her chair.

“Thank you, ma’am.”

Once seated, we waited in silence for the tea to be served. Framed photographs of the presidential family hung over Joan Slater’s desk behind her. Paintings by Paul Klee and Mark Rothko, no doubt on loan from the National Gallery of Art, found choice locations elsewhere in the room.

The staffers wrapped up and departed without a word. After casting a final approving look at the arrangement, Margaret shut us in.

“I hope my request wasn’t too much of an inconvenience,” my host said, her eyes finding mine. They were bright and warm and observant, with a shadow lingering at the back. “I hear you nearly turned down my emissaries.”

On the walnut coffee table before us, wisps of steam rose from two cups of tea in fine china.

“Frankly, Madam First Lady, I didn’t believe they had the right man.”

“Joan, please. What changed your mind?”

Glossy shoulder-length black hair framed an intelligent face with fair skin and a candid smile. Vivid blue-gray eyes locked onto me with an intensity that implied I had become the center of her world. She was fully and deeply engaged. The effect was mesmerizing. A pastel green dress, cinched at the waist with a wide belt of silver leather, brought out the color of her eyes.

“Their extensive . . . shopping list.”

Confusion crossed her face for an instant before understanding dawned. “Interesting way of putting what must have felt extremely intrusive. Please accept my apologies, Mr. Brodie. One cannot dictate the way the Secret Service operates.”

I nodded agreeably. “I suppose not. And let’s make that Jim. Though I don’t know what you could possibly want of me.”

“I have been informed that you were backstage when Sharon Tanaka was shot. I was also told you knew her.”

Sorrow seeped into her voice as the stage designer’s name left her lips.

“You have good sources,” I said.

Melancholy tinged Joan Slater’s smile. “My husband’s job comes with countless benefits, but ‘good sources’ is not one of which I ever expected to avail myself. Did you really know Sharon?”

“Yes. We ran in some of the same circles in Tokyo. Were you two close?”

The fact of their friendship, whispered in my ear by Sternkart, was what finally convinced me of the legitimacy of the agent’s petition.

A girlish enthusiasm lit up her face. “Boy, did I. We attended Cornell together back in the day and were roommates in Manhattan for three years when she apprenticed at the theaters off and on Broadway. Her death is a shock. That it should happen on my doorstep is an unmitigated disgrace. There is going to be an official investigation, of course, but I also plan to do everything in my power to assure her killer is caught.”

“I don’t blame you,” I said, the grief I’d tamped down welling up as she revealed her connection to Sharon. They had been roommates in Manhattan. Not unlike Mikey and myself.

Her expression sobered with my reply. “I would very much appreciate it if you could lend your talent to the endeavor.”

I sat back, disconcerted. “Me?”

“Yes. I’m told you know Japan and Asia and that your overseas connections are superb. That was, after all, Sharon’s territory.”

“It was,” I said.

My neutral response puzzled her. “I am also given to understand that you lost two friends today. Was Mr. Dillman an acquaintance of yours as well?”

Hearing Mikey’s name spoken so openly jarred nerves still far too raw. The grief she’d sparked to life rekindled twice as hot, smothering any verbal response I might have summoned. I answered with a nod.

The first lady divined her misstep immediately. “I have been indelicate. Please accept my apologies.”

I nodded a second time, knowing there was more to come.

“From what my people also mentioned . . . well . . . about you, Jim, I do not believe you are the type who will leave this matter untended.”

My voice returned with a vengeance. “Never.”

Which had always been true. Never had I let a serious slight, offense, or attack against friend or family go unanswered. Call it loyalty, justice, payback, or all of the above. I had the tools. I’d trained at Brodie Security, the Tokyo-based PI/security firm established by my ex-MP, ex-cop father. I’d studied martial arts in Tokyo with judo and karate masters and picked up some street moves along the way. Since I had the ability to act, I would. Period. It wasn’t my preferred activity—dealing in art was—but when necessity called I stepped up. Even if I knew I might not come away unscathed.

“I thought not,” the first lady said. “In which case, I would be very appreciative if you would allow me to hire you and your Tokyo people to assist me personally in my inquiries.”

My reluctance surfaced immediately. I was in this for Mikey and Sharon. The last thing I needed was the White House looking over my shoulder.

Misreading my response, the president’s wife said, “Let me assure you I will not abandon you. Margaret or I will be available to you any time of the day or night. You should not hesitate to call.”

“That’s very kind,” I said, “but I prefer to work alone.”

“You know, Jim, I am a public figure. There’s little I can do openly. But today’s . . . incident . . . is as personal to me as it is to you. You would be doing me a great service.”

Penetrating blue-gray eyes pleaded the first lady’s case with an ardor impossible to resist. Her look was silent yet deafening. But also deafening were the alarm bells blaring in my head. Joan Slater’s request ran counter to a mantra vital to the survival of Brodie Security: Never accept high-level politicals as clients. They come with too many strings, most of them hidden and treacherous.

Our client list ran up the ladder from ordinary people to public figures of all kinds. From managing directors to movie stars to pop idols. From local Japanese politicians to minor European royalty to the occasional diplomat. But we never stepped onto the highest rungs. Brodie Security had done so once and was nearly destroyed. The White House occupied the highest rung of them all. I could already hear them screaming in Tokyo.

Sensing my unwillingness, the president’s wife said, “Oh, before I forget, let me give you this.”

She handed me her private card. Her name and phone number were embossed in silver on quality ivory-colored stock. The tone of the ink was subtle, not ostentatious. The card tendered no title, no official affiliation, no address, no White House emblem. The overall effect was one of unassuming and unadorned modesty.

The gesture itself, however, told a different story.

Joan Slater was advancing, not retreating.

“Will you work with me to find out who did this to our friends?” she asked.

I looked into her eyes. Their fervor had redoubled. I also saw intelligence, passion, and sincerity. I could not imagine her sandbagging me. She was not, herself, a politician.

“Maybe I can make an exception,” I said.



CHAPTER 9

SPLENDID,” the first lady said. “Now, with what information may I supply you?”

“To start, you could tell me more about you and Sharon Tanaka.”

“Such as?”

“For example, did you have a chance to meet before the opening?”

Joan Slater bit her lower lip. “No. Our schedules were in conflict, so we planned to meet at the after-party tonight, then privately tomorrow . . . here.”

“I’m guessing you were one of the people led out of the theater when the shots were fired . . .”

She raised a delicate hand to the hollow of her neck. “How did you . . . Never mind, yes. They told me there was gunfire but I never imagined Sharon would be . . . would be . . .”

Her eyelids began to flutter. Without warning, she rose and turned away. A lace-trimmed handkerchief appeared in her hand from a side pocket, and she dabbed at the corner of her eye. “Excuse me, Jim, I—”

“No, excuse me,” I said.

Misgiving swept in whenever I stepped over the line. Not only the emotional one, but also the one that dragged me from my preferred occupation of art dealer to the one I’d inherited from my father. The artists and craftspeople I display in my shop dig deep. It’s what inspires their work. It’s what brings their pieces to life. Even anonymously crafted items glow under the influence of a gifted craftsperson’s hand. In my father’s world, I’m the one who must dig deep—but into other people’s lives. Into their suffering. Into their most immediate pain. The answers I require are necessary but rarely extracted without eliciting heartache, which never fails to fill me with guilt and remorse and doubt about my second occupation.

Her back still turned, the first lady said, “I’ll be all right in a moment. It’s just that . . .”

Again the handkerchief rose. Joan Slater was a strong woman. She had always charted her own course, even as her husband’s political star rose. Now her ship had been rocked by an unforeseen storm and was in danger of smashing against a treacherous shore. And she’d called me to help plot a course past the obstacles.

“Dealing with details in the aftermath is frustrating and torturous,” I said. “But necessary. For both of us.”

Her eyes glistening but steady, the president’s wife reclaimed her seat. “Maddening for you, I expect. I so wish I could have done something to stop all this, but how could I have known? How could anyone have known?”

Someone knew, I thought. And I would find him or her or them.

“I am determined to get to the bottom of this,” Joan Slater said, her agony transparent and crushing. “Please continue with your questions.”

“If you’re sure you’re up to it.”

“I need to be.”

Steeling myself, I tiptoed back in. “Did Sharon mention any trouble in her life?”

“No.”

“Did she offer any confidences?”

“No. Those would have come tomorrow morning.”

“How did you arrange your meeting times?”

“A brief email exchange.”

“Was there ever any sign of worry on her part? Any hint?”

“Good heavens, no.”

I felt like a painter trying to mix together a last dab of color from a depleted palette. “Perhaps later you could email me a short description of how you met and a list of your social interactions over the years. I’ll also need the names of friends in common and any other person who might be of help. All in confidence, of course.”

“Of course. By the way, I plan to attend Sharon’s funeral in Tokyo.”

“I’ll see you there, then.”

“I do have one more minor request,” Joan Slater said. “A Homeland Security agent by the name of Tom Swelley will be heading up the case for the government. I would like the two of you to share information. Working together might speed things along. Would you do that for me?”

Despite an attempt to suppress my consternation, my brow furrowed. How was it that sitting in the refined study of the first lady of the United States—among genteel furnishings, antique china, and the work of Rothko and Klee—I could be put down for the count by a sucker punch?

“Jim? Are you all right?”

I exhaled audibly. “I am afraid I spoke too soon, ma’am. With the whole of Homeland Security behind you, you have no need of my services.”

Gingerly, I retrieved Joan Slater’s name card from my shirt pocket, set it down on a side table, and rose to leave. From the way the first lady’s eyes widened, I gathered people did not refuse her often, if ever. But a gracious smile soon supplanted her initial astonishment.

“Please, Mr. Brodie—Jim—don’t rush off just yet. If I have been presumptuous, I apologize. Even if you choose not to extend your help in the end, I don’t think our meeting should conclude on a discordant note, do you?”

The president had married no fool. Joan Slater was moving deftly to calm troubled waters even before she could fully divine what had stirred them.

“My refusal has nothing to do with you,” I said from my standing position. The first lady remained seated. “I’m honored to have been considered, but with Homeland in the picture, I would only be in the way.”

She clasped her hands together in relief. “Oh, I’m so glad I didn’t offend you. Let me freshen your tea.” She rang a small silver bell by her side before I could decline.

Immediately, the two staffers returned with a new pot and cups. The old china was whisked away while another round of tea was brewed and poured with presidential efficiency. Not ten seconds after the leaves had fully steeped, we were once more alone.

The president’s wife looked up expectantly. Reluctantly, I retook my seat.

“The last tea cups were from Eleanor Roosevelt’s china service,” my host said. “She is one of my personal heroes. These are heirlooms from my great-great-grandmother.”

Eyeing the setup, I said, “Nineteenth-century Meissen. In excellent condition.”

Joan Slater’s right eyebrow waffled. “Remarkable. My husband doesn’t know that, even now.”

“I’m a product of a mixed marriage,” I said.

“Oh?”

“Curator and cop.”

She laughed, delighted. “Yes, of course. But Meissen as well as Japanese antiques?”

My mother had worked as a museum curator before she went to Japan as a volunteer for the Red Cross, where she met my father. His entry into law enforcement began with a stint as an officer in the American army as an MP. Once he mustered out, he joined the LAPD but soon revolted against the command structure and returned to Tokyo, where he opened Brodie Security, parlaying his Japanese connections into the city’s first successful Western-style detective/security agency. All of which Joan Slater would have learned from whatever report the Secret Service had scrounged up for her on short notice.

“I apprenticed with a generalist,” I said. “He stocked antiques from nearly every continent.”

“Remarkable,” my host said again. An inquiring look crept into expression. “But the distaste on your face . . .” She paused, then brightened. “Your reluctance isn’t because of Homeland but because of Tom Swelley, isn’t it? You know him, don’t you? That is the only explanation.”

“I do,” I said. “And to know him is to . . . wish you didn’t.”

She nodded. “Swelley is a piece of work.”

“I voted for your husband,” I said. “For what it’s worth.”

“This is not about politics, Jim.”

“Not directly, but if you are friends with Swelley, I doubt you and I could work together.”

Joan Slater gave a breezy laugh. “Actually, those very words confirm that we could work together. Unless you wish to take back your vote.”

I chuckled in turn. “No, I’ll stand by my vote, but Swelley is . . .” I shrugged. What I wished to say wouldn’t do in polite company. To cover my embarrassment, I took a sip of tea.

Next to me, discerning eyes sparkled. “A dick?”

I came exceedingly close to spraying Earl Grey all over the first lady and her designer dress.



There was a light tap on the door, then Joseph B. Slater, the president of the United States of America, stuck his head in. “I’m not interrupting, am I?”

“No, dear.”

I stood and we shook hands. The president was tall and slim, with a relaxed look as open and observant as his wife’s, but honed with a shrewd glint from years in politics. No one made a fool of him. His full head of black hair, abundant and neatly parted, had a fringe of gray at the temples that had not been there when he first stepped into the White House.

“I have the Joint Chiefs waiting for me,” he said, “but I wanted to stop by and see how Joan’s enterprise was coming along.”

He glanced toward his wife, whose expression was the perfect study of neutrality.

The president almost managed to work up a troubled face. “Ah,” he said. “Trouble in paradise. Sharon was a family friend, Mr. Brodie. Whatever obstacle you might have encountered, I hope you’ll find a way to circumvent it.”

If he expected his words of encouragement to melt my resistance, a quick scan of my face assured him he was mistaken.

He turned to his wife. “A big hurdle then, is it, Joan?”

“Swelley” was all she said.

“Junior?”

“Yes.”

“Ah.” Her husband clasped his hands behind his back. “Mr. Brodie. Jim. Can I call you Jim?”

“Yes, of course.”

“Well, Jim, in this household, as in many others throughout the capital, you have only to mention the name of Tom Swelley Jr. to find, shall we say, comrades in arms. I must say I cannot blame you one bit. Even without knowledge of what your complaint may be, I am certain I would side with you in a dispute. We have known the Swelley family for years. I attended the same college as Swelley’s father. That would be Tom Swelley Sr. We pledged the same fraternity. While I cannot, in truth, say we are close, we keep in touch. When he and the missus asked us to find a place for their son in the early years of Homeland, I acquiesced with great reluctance. I was a congressman back then, and there were so many positions to be filled after the Twin Towers came down, I had little more to do than suggest his name. Junior was a deputy sheriff somewhere in small-town Pennsylvania, but that was not going well. However, I’ve heard he’s risen quite rapidly in the DHS, perhaps in part because of my introduction, though I assure you I asked for no special dispensation. This is because Junior, like his father, is trouble, and I did not want my token gesture to come back to haunt me in any manner or form. Do you understand what I am trying to say?”

“I believe I do.”

“Good. Your instincts about him are accurate, but please don’t let that color your decision about accepting my wife’s request.”
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